Thymic epithelium in vitro. IV. Regulation of growth and mediator production by epidermal growth factor.
The regulation of thymic epithelial cell function has been examined using pure cultures of morphologically distinct thymic epithelial cells and the ubiquitous hormone epidermal growth factor (EGF). Small thymic epithelial cells, TECS, had receptors for EGF with high affinity, Kd = 1.2 X 10(-9) M, and exhibited increased DNA synthesis and increased RNA synthesis upon stimulation with EGF. In addition, incubation of TECS monolayers with EGF resulted in enhanced production of prostaglandin E2. In contrast, large thymic epithelial cells, TECL, did not express receptors for EGF and demonstrated no biological response to the hormone. These results suggest the possibility that intrathymic regulation of lymphoid cells may occur via the action of "nonimmunologic" mediators on thymic epithelial cells. They further suggest the more general possibility that immunologic and nonimmunologic hormonal systems may be linked via intersecting cellular pathways.